Rapidly increasing global energy demand has raised concerns about the exhaustion of energy resources and the consequent heavy environmental impact. Improving energy efficiency in cities comprises an initial measure for addressing these phenomena. Within the current context of globalization, EU initiatives and policy targets have been proposed in order to revise urban development strategies and motivate its member states (MSes) toward "zero-energy objectives". Providing a methodological approach with a simulation district analysis, the present article summarizes how this challenge was analyzed in an existing district in Belgium. This study contributes to the scientific discussion by analyzing the applicability of a holistic approach to zeroenergy objectives on a larger scale.
Introduction
In the aftermath of the first two energy crises in 1973 and 1978, Europe intensified the effort to become gradually independent of fossil fuels [1] . During the last two decades, primary energy has grown by over 40% and CO2 emissions by 43% [2] . Over 60% of global energy demand is consumed in contemporary cities [3] . Lhendup et al. [4] have explained the importance of this demand as a critical factor for the economic and sustainable development of modern cities [5] .
A major part of the world's population lives in cities, where economic, social, and environmental processes affect human societies with a significant impact. The implications of this urbanization, both in terms of resources and living conditions, are numerous. Cities, as living organisms with dynamic and continuously changing processes in their systems, increase their demand in energy progressively, which constitutes a threat of resource exhaustion [6, 7] .
Transformations of modern cities in order to "mitigate" the disastrous consequences of climate change require a combination of initiatives and policy targets in existing environments and create numerous challenges [3] . Through a static interpretation of modern phenomena in urban development, planning "smartly" demands allocative decisions to ensure the livability of modern cities.
To this end, European directives and initiatives have pertained to the energy performance of buildings and targets to identify the characteristics of their corresponding demand ( [8, 9] ). Already in 2008, policy targets regarding the 2020 climate energy objectives had been introduced (20 20 20): a 20% reduction in Greenhouse Gases (GHG) emissions compared to 90s levels by increasing the share of EU energy performance derived from renewable resources at 20% with a parallel improvement of 20% in the EU's overall energy efficiency [10] .
Objectives of the Research
In particular, the objectives of this research were the following:
•
To expand the zero-energy concept from buildings and investigate its applicability to larger territorial scales; •
To simulate the analysis and modeling of Net-Zero Energy District(s) (NZED) models, testing various indicators and interconnections between them; • To introduce and apply a methodological approach in a real case study and consider the perspectives for its future transition within the zero-energy objectives.
Structure of the Paper
The paper is structured as follows: Section 1 introduces and describes the problem as well as the objectives of the research. Section 2 highlights the importance of the urban structure for the reduction of the energy demand/consumption of its users. Section 3 presents the main issues of the methodological approach (Urban -Zero Energy District) (U-ZED). Section 4 provides the main findings and results of the U-ZED methodology application in the district of Epinlieu in Belgium. Section 5 summarizes the main conclusions of the work.
Energy and Urban Structure: A State-of-the-Art Analysis

Literature Review and Previous Works
Girarbet [1] highlighted "energy management" as a priority in future urban development. Große et al. [2] cited the interrelation between urban structure and energy as a key perception in climate policies. Owens [3] , Salat [4] , and Ewing and Rong [5] analyzed the influence of density, architecture, and urban structure in energy consumption. One of the first in-depth studies in this field was conducted by S. Owens [3] , with an identification of the energy-efficient attributes in a spatial structure ( Figure 1 ). Owens argued that factors of the energy inventory (resources) and the geometry determine requirements and final energy consumption.
Owens [11] further attempted to quantify the magnitude of the KPIs of the urban structure ( Figure 2 ) and their potential and implications for energy consumption.
Newman and Kenworthy [10] , in their work "Gasoline Consumption and Cities: A Comparison of U.S. Cities with a Global Survey" (1989), explained how geographical factors influence energy consumption. In this work, the authors suggested that in world cities, the index of per capita fuel use is inversely related to GDP, expressed by an exponential function. Urquizo et al. [6] explained the reasons why we search for energy use, considering cities as a significant proportion of the world's energy consumption. Baker and Steemers [7] considered the overall impacts of the urban form on building energy. Miller [8] , referring to "building morphology", reflected the geometry of a building related to its consumption [9] . On the other hand, the relation of "building density" and "energy consumption" is represented in various illustrations across academic manuscripts. Steemers [10] stated a potential of 50% reduction in heating requirements by increasing building density. Ewing and Rong [5] concluded that households living in low-density areas consume more than 50% of their energy for space heating and more than 20% for cooling compared to multifamily households in high-density zones. Generally speaking, their literature review investigated energy issues at a district scale by focusing on the impacts of urban structure on energy consumption in buildings [7] .
Methodological Approach
The "Zero-Energy" Concept
In literature and academic manuscripts, the "zero-energy" objective has mostly been considered on a building scale. Broadly, the Zero Energy Building ("ZEB") is presented as "a general concept
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including autonomous buildings not connected to energy grids" [11] . The term Net Zero Energy Building (NZEB) underlines "the fact that there is a balance between the energy taken from and supplied back to the grids over a period of time (nominally a year)" [11] .
The deployment of the concept has attracted the attention of scholars and the research community because of its mandatory performance from 2020 onwards [12] . Significant work has been done on providing a definition ( [11] , [13] , [14] ). The concept assesses the application of the zeroenergy concept on larger scales essentially related to the reduction of the energy demand to almost "zero" coupled to the energy supply from renewable resources [12] .
A first proposal to define the zero-energy concept in communities, found in Carlislie et. al. [15] argued that "an NZED reduces the requirements in energy through efficiency gains, such as the balance of energy for vehicles, thermal and electrical energy within the renewable local resources". Marique et al. [16] adapted this definition to consider the energy produced in a district as the sum of the needs for every single building and mobility. An Energy Performance of Buildings Directive (EPBD) [17] assumed that a "Nearly Zero Energy District is a delimited part of a city having high energy performance with the zero or very low amount of energy covered to a great extent by local production". Amaral et al. [18] considered that NZEDs are not a sum of Net Zero Energy Buildings NZEBs but a group of buildings with different consumptions whose overall balance reach almost zero.
The Role of the District
Through the constructive elements of a city [19] the district identifies patterns of energy consumption and seeks concrete "planning" solutions. The district is regarded as an appropriate scale incorporating the components that facilitate the application of optimization tools, thereby improving the energy performance and the local energy production (by Renewable Energy Sources (RES) by minimizing the requirements and the cost for infrastructure [20] Jenks and Dempsey [21] defined the "district" as an "element of geographical boundaries and cultural attributes". Barton et al. [22] focused on spatial aspects, considering a "district" to be the area of distinctive identity of a city. Amaral et al. [18] referred to the "district" as "a representation of new interests and an intermediate scale in urban strategies towards the 'smart cities'.
Another advantage of a district level is the diversity in load in supplementary energy savings by creating opportunities for heat recovery. The district is a more advantageous scale than individual buildings for managing aggregate loads and interactions with the power grid [23] .
For this study, the district is understood as an "urban block" and a complicated system with diverse key parameters of its "internal" and "external" environment, including mobility, human factors, exchanges of services between other districts in a city, etc. (Figure 3 ). Figure 3 introduces the "definition" and the understanding of a district for the application of the U-ZED methodology. In particular, the district is defined as in a 'systemic approach', in which the interrelations between its diverse elements exist in a dynamic process as a continuous process of energy consumption and CO2 emissions. Each district is a "micrograph" and an "individual" component of a city and a complex system with interchanges in services, infrastructure, etc., with the other districts of the same city (× 2, × 3, etc.). A representation of this process is depicted in Figure 3 . The systemic approach facilitates the comprehension of the idea in terms of "inputs" and "outputs" and the balance between them (annually). 
Description of the Methodology and Steps
Development of a Theoretical Model
U-ZED is introduced as a decision-making supporting approach toward the strategies of a city for zero-energy planning in its districts. The methodology was deployed in several phases. Each phase ensured an effective dialogue among all of the city stakeholders and planners to strengthen confidence toward this direction ( Figure 4 ). The general idea of the methodology proposed is illustrated in Figure 5 . The objective of the U-ZED approach is to develop a comprehensive local planning process in which the challenge of a zero-energy balance (energy demand ≤ energy offer/supply) is shifted from "individual buildings" to larger scales. U-ZED considers the districts as a system in which opportunities for the use of alternative resources are used in local production to balance the demand of its users. The methodology adopted to develop the theoretical and practical frame of the approach consisted of two phases ( Figure 6 ):
A. Theoretical approach. This was a diagnostic phase of the current situation in the studied district (description of the parameters of the built and the urban environment, estimation and prognosis for the energy requirements of the users; etc.). For the U-ZED approach, the "problem" has been the outline of the "optimal typo-morphological definition of the district with zero-energy attributes"; B. Experimental approach. This was a validation of the criteria on-site and experimentation of the approach in real case studies. Assessing the current situation of the district was the initial phase of the experimentation approach of the case study application. Thus, we analyzed the potentialities with regard to energy, enhancement of mild mobility, etc., and the connection of the existing urban tissue of the city in accordance with the objectives of city planning as a whole. The U-ZED approach focuses on a conception of the district from the early beginning within the zero-energy attributes. A territorial diagnosis, constraints and potentialities, the current situation at the geographical site, and also an analysis of energy requirements are the preliminary steps of the U-ZED approach (Figure 7 ). The approach was developed in a theoretical frame. Table 1 presents a comparative screening of international scientific reviews, aiming to identify the originality and innovative actions that our approach provides. Three concepts analyze the U-ZED approach in districts: "location", "typology", and "morphology" of the built stock (existing). Figure 8 recapitulates the main problems with the feasibility of zero-energy concepts in districts. Another important question is the identification of the building "types" and the land uses of an NZED, as well as other criteria (density, mixing, population, etc.) that will define the energy requirements of users. In this context, the U-ZED approach studies the possibility of developing a strategic future planning and targets the following:
1
The realization of a "state of place"/description of the actual situation in terms of energy requirements in districts (kWh) by its buildings and users. The first step is the determination of the energy requirements "on-site". To this end, diverse methods are developed with the intention of obtaining an approximation that is more realistic: for instance, real data use considering the real quantities of energy consumption or approximation methods; 2
The policy targets and measurements for urbanization strategies for zero-energy concepts in districts. The second step of the U-ZED approach is the development of scenarios to estimate the future energy requirements of the studied districts and assess the future needs of users related to the existing sources and supplies ( Figure 9 ).
Figure 9.
Overall key parameters and criteria influencing the zero-energy concept in districts.
Key Performance Indicators
KPIs are a concept originating from business administration with the aim to provide tools for measurement in business fields. In reality, they are quantifiable metrics reflecting the performance of achieving wider goals and help in the implementation of different strategies (in our case, the zeroenergy planning in districts) [32] .
Key Performance Indicators in the U-ZED Approach
Mitchell [9] underlined eight (8) KPIs for building energy consumption, including building consumption, users' activities, urban structure, etc., comparing them to the works of Salat et al. [33] and Ratti et al. [19] (Table 2 ). Sanaieian et al. [20] highlighted the difficulties in studying the impacts of surroundings on the performance of urban blocks, as they emphasized the complexity of including all conflicting aspects simultaneously. Mitchell [9] Salat et al. [33] Ratti et al. [ For this study, we considered, as key aspects of the energy performance of NZEDs, site opportunities and attributes, the typo-morphology of the built environment, and the amenities and parameters of the eco-cycle (energy, water, waste). Table 3 lists the KPIs defined in the current study. 
Methods and Tools
In Figure 10 , we schematize the general concept of the U-ZED approach. As analyzed above, at the second phase of the U-ZED method, we developed a roadmap toward zero-energy transition in districts with the use of tools and methods, as we will describe in this section. 
Quantum Geographic Information System (QGIS) Tool
Chuvieco [42] argued that the association of the spatial optimization models with the use of GIS formulates and develops planning options. GIS is indispensable in a multicriteria decision analysis in providing technical inputs in the selection of planning options among diverse scenarios [43] . As a toolbox, GIS allow planners and architects to perform a spatial analysis with the use of different actions and the integration of diverse factors (Figure 11 ). 
Hybrid Optimization Model for Electric Renewables (HOMER)
Bahramara et al. [44] claimed that HOMER is a powerful tool for energy planning in cities to determine the optimal size of its elements through a techno-economic analysis considering the components as grid-connected. HOMER requires six (6) types of data as input for simulations and optimizations, including meteorological data, load profiles, component attributes included in the design, spatial requirements, and economic and other technical data.
The Method of Degree Days
Karayiannis [45] explained in his work that the method of degree days is mainly used for estimating the heating energy demand in buildings over 70 years. It is expected that the method of degree days provides the smallest contribution of error, while it is important to quantify this contribution. Four main approaches are used for the calculation of degree days:
•
Mean daily degree hours, including the integration or summation of hourly records; • Mean daily temperature from daily maxima and minima; • Meteorological office equations; • Hitchin's formula.
For this study, we used the website of the degree days methodology, providing as input the meteorological data of the Uccle Station. The findings of the calculations are provided in Section 4 and Appendix A of this paper.
Case Study Analysis
The Case Study of Epinlieu in Mons: Diagnosis
Τhe district of Epinlieu is situated 2.5 km from the center of Mons with a good proximity to services and infrastructure in its surroundings. In Epinlieu, most of the population is between the ages of 39 and 69, and an important fraction of young people are in the age group of 0-19 years.
Analysis of the Urban and Built Environment of the District in its Current Situation
Urbanization in the district is being developed along the following axis:a combination of building typologies, including single-family households, terraced houses and apartment blocks with accompanying infrastructure and various services for its residents ( Figure 12 ; Figure 13 ): The majority of the buildings in the district of Epinlieu were constructed in 1967 for military requirements, with a redevelopment proposed by a "Master Plan" during the 80s in line with Walloon regional directives. 
Transition toward the Zero-Energy Objectives: The Case Study of Epinlieu (A Focus on Energy Autonomy)
In this section, an estimation of the current space heating energy requirements per building typology in the district is performed based on the "degree days" method. Applying the method to a typical weather profile (meteorological data retrieved from the meteorological station of Uccle, Belgium), we estimated the "heating degree days" for the period 1 August 2017 to 1 August 2018 ( Figure 14 ). For a standard weather profile attributed to the understudy region, a "heating degree days" demand was estimated on an upper and lower boundary. The defined interval accounted for variations of the U-value corresponding to the analyzed building typology, since U-values were imported from 'Typology Approach for Building Stock Energy Assessment' project (TABULA) and introduced to the calculations for the period 1 August 2017 to 1 August 2018. In this direction, it was possible to suggest interventions on the district level aiming to reduce the average heat consumption per dwelling. Table 4 presents the calculations of the average energy requirements in the district of Epinlieu (kWh). In Appendix A, the authors present the analysis of the energy requirements per each building typology in Epinlieu. The typo-morphologies presented in the district are the following: Figure 15 presents the average calculated energy requirements in the diverse typo-morphologies studied in the district of Epinlieu. 
Transition to the Zero-Energy Objectives
Following an analysis of the district's heating energy demands, an annual electricity consumption model per dwelling was devised, providing complementary input for sizing future renewable generation solutions. Due to local constraints, large centralized Renewable Energy Sources (RES) unit installations were omitted from this study, since district free construction space would be allocated for functional mixing. As a result, a solution with PV arrays integrated on building rooftops was proposed. Nonetheless, opting to efficiently allocate generated energy, the proposed household system was coupled with an electrical storage component, which counterbalanced intermittent factors in renewable generation, such as discrepancies in solar irradiation forecasted profiles. Furthermore, a criterion of rooftop orientation was set in order to assure an efficient PV generation profile. Hence, only west-, east-, and south-facing rooftops were considered. In turn, garages with flat roof typo-morphologies (as already defined) were excluded due to rooftop installation restrictions.
In the scope of sizing (the solar panel installation per typology), the study included indicators such as the temperature and solar irradiance. Three types of annual loads were calculated per typology based on the average consumption. Energy flow data were provided on an hourly basis for an average year. Specifically, terraced houses with flat roofs and houses with double-pitched roofs were considered as a common typology with respective 5566 kWh/yr consumptions. For types 3 and 46,123 kWh/yr, and finally the large apartment blocks had 22,264 kWh/yr. Figure 16 shows the estimated distribution of annual power consumption per typology in the district of Epinlieu. With the completion of the preprocessing of inputs, the corresponding systems per dwelling category were optimized in terms of net present cost and renewable generation components as well as storage capacity on a 10-year project lifetime. All system configurations considered a grid connectivity option in cases of unmet demand due to generation shortages, in the meantime permitting transactions with the grid operator (i.e., selling stored excess energy).. The NPC (or value) of the system is the present value of all the costs it incurs over its lifetime minus the present value of all the revenue it earns over its lifetime. Discount and inflation rates were set at 2% and 1%, respectively, accounting for a 0.99% real discount rate over the project lifetime. Cost of Energy (CoE)
represented the cost of the system per kWh over the project lifetime. Other costs considered were capital costs, replacement costs, and operation and maintenance costs, while cashflows included salvage value in the final year. The rates per kWh were set at 0.275 €/kWh and 0.0116 €/kWh according to the defined tariff policy of Belgium [46] . HOMER ranked all system configurations by the NPC in the optimization results with the PV production per typo-morphology detailed in Figure 17 . Thus, it was decided that we should compare the annual nonrenewable electrical consumption per house to the annual generation profile of the proposed renewable generation system. Consequently, the energy saving per household alongside the necessary costs for retrofitting concluded the analysis. The area size of a 16.7% efficiency PV module (325-W rated capacity) is equivalent to 1.951 m 2 with a 42-g CO2/kWh carbon footprint attributed to upstream manufacturing processes [47] . It was observed that in the cases of small and average buildings (Table 5) , the percentage of annual energy savings was lower than the expected percentage from the simulated PV output. This demonstrated the effect of enabling grid sales on the NPC optimization, which in turn oversized the investigated system as well as the effects of the load following strategies for serving electric loads. Moreover, renewable generation was not aligned with demand (peaks in generation were in the summer, contrary to demand peaks), and therefore the excess energy was either stored in the battery module, with certain losses present, or if a maximum SoC was reached, depleted. Nonetheless, these results yielded the lowest grid purchases in the meantime, maximizing the renewable fraction per system, while similar results occurred when the grid sales option was disabled and a storage module was used, which was in agreement with the relevant KPI defined. Importantly, the retrofitting costs per type of dwelling in terms of initial capital cost were recorded as follows: 9886 € for the small typology, 10,032 € for the medium typology, and 15,454 € for the apartment buildings. Further improvements regarding the sizing of the installations and retrofitting costs can be introduced by disseminating the average annual consumptions according to precise consumption data from smart meters along with detailed occupancy information, extending market research on more efficient and lower cost PV modules and the consideration of switching to energy distributors that provide energy produced from renewable sources [48] . Last, the selection of an efficient electric storage component would raise annual savings and reduce grid dependency.
In Figure 18 , the projected amenities of the U-ZED application in Epinlieu are presented. The diagnostic site analysis revealed a dysfunctional district without attractive equipment and with excessive energy requirements. In our proposal, the urban rearrangement of the agglomeration focuses on its functions with new facilities (for instance, an entertainment zone, etc.) with zero-energy standards. 
Conclusions
Rapidly growing world energy use has already raised concerns over supply difficulties, the exhaustion of energy resources, and the heavy environmental impacts of climate change. Undoubtedly, reducing energy demand has proven to be more difficult than is commonly assumed. Complex systems require necessarily large flows. In this paper, we assumed a correlation between energy consumption and typo-morphological structure in the district of Epinlieu for its transition to a multifunctional and autonomous district.
Various effects and mechanisms of the urbanization process show substantial impacts on urban structures and energy consumption. The current research study investigated the opportunity to extend the "zero-energy" concept to larger territorial scales by proposing a theoretical approach with spatial dimensions for the "optimal" structure of a district. Although the idea can be conceptualized in a district with an approach similar to individual buildings by articulating the main energy uses, the concept remains complicated and challenging for contemporary cities. This implies innovative approaches to interdisciplinary planning that highlight the importance of the zero-energy concept and aid city stakeholders and planners to define these particular structures. Indeed, the interrelation between urban structure and energy is a key aspect of this path. Related to this, a "well-structured" area is a key point that increases sustainable transport and the share of renewable resources
In this study, we analyzed the district of Epinlieu (Mons, Belgium) as a demonstration of our methodological approach. We simulated the analysis and modeling of NZED models, testing various indicators and interconnections between them in the case study of Epinlieu and recommending a planning strategy for the transition to zero-energy objectives.
Addressing the U-ZED research questions, we developed different phases in our analysis: (1) a diagnostic study with an assessment of the actual situation with respect to the indicators and (2) a transition phase toward zero-energy application. The study can be summarized as three phases:
• Phase 1. Diagnosis and assessment of the current (actual) situation: We defined the geographical location of the district (perimeter of the district/research limits, location with regard to its surroundings in the city of Mons and in other districts, etc.). At this phase, we defined the spatial organization of the existing district and studied the site opportunities with respect to the potential energy inventory, the weather conditions, the natural resources for its "transition" to the zero-energy objectives, etc.; • Phase 2. The problem of "geographical location": Is Epinlieu "smartly" located or not? The district is situated 2.5 km from the center of Mons with a good proximity to services in its surroundings, and it is well connected by sustainable means of transport. The study of the district's transition recommends improvements in bus frequency as well as the introduction of bicycles as a soft mobility measure by constructing cycle paths, which would also support electric bicycles and the installation of stations serving the district. The district was developed for military service requirements with limited functional mixing (residential), but its strategic location is a key factor for the enhancement of its future attractiveness; • Phase 3. This was the analysis of the three pillars of action via the U-ZED approach: the core of the U-ZED analysis with the study of the actual situation with respect to the current energy demand (users' requirements), taking into account the site opportunities and the possibilities for energy storage. In the case of Epinlieu, the analysis revealed a lack of valid data, e.g., for the approximations of the energy produced on-site. To solve this, we developed methodological assumptions and scenarios with the use of existing tools to identify the energy demand (method of degree days; etc.). With regard to the district's offerings and opportunities for energy inventory, we were limited only in solar energy: this is the main reason why we propose (at the phase of the district's transition) technologies and systems around the exploitation of solar energy, e.g., photovoltaic panels.
The application of the U-ZED approach for an existing district, as in the case of Epinlieu, included an identification of the actual situation in a multicriteria context (with a focus on "smart typology"), as presented previously, in particular the following:
• Building typology. This was a typo-morphological analysis of the existing building stock in the district of Epinlieu. As presented previously, five typologies are "met" in the district, with an interesting diversity in architectural and construction design and physical composition. The analysis also included the criterion of roof orientation to define the possibilities of the angles maximizing solar gain for the possibility of installing PVs. The criterion of compactness was not studied in an in-depth analysis, but only with respect to the diverse typologies in the district; • Functions. The criterion of functional mixing was part of the analysis of the current situation in the district of Epinlieu. The analysis revealed the problems of a residential district without diversity in complementary activities for its users, e.g., in commerce, offices, or other services or infrastructure; • Density. The criterion of density was not studied in the current analysis.
This study contributes to the scientific discussion on the linkage between energy and urban structure to increase the energy efficiency in districts. Notwithstanding this, limitations mainly concerning the lack of data and the complexity of the applicability of the zero-energy concept at larger scales were restrictions and weaknesses for this study. The human factor and public awareness as well as the participation process are significant for successful policies and for the zero-energy concept in districts. Further research and works are required in the future on this particular and major issue for the longevity of modern cities and the achievement of their sustainable objectives.
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